Introduction
The Mascarene Islands, comprising Mauritius, Réunion, and Rodrigues, lie on the southern edge of the tropics in the western Indian Ocean. The nearest large land mass is Madagascar, some 665 km to the west of Réunion, whilst the continental land mass of Australia is situated 4800 km east of Rodrigues. Mauritius (20.25° S 57.5°E) lies 164 km ENE of Réunion (21 S° 55.5°E) and Rodrigues (19.75°S 63.5°E) is situated 574 km to the east of Mauritius (Fig.1) .
The isolation of the Mascarenes has resulted in high faunal endemism, although adaptive radiation, particularly among birds, is extremely low. Terrestrial mammals and amphibians are absent, but endemic reptiles (Arnold 1979; 2000; Bour 1981) and fruit bats of the genus Pteropus (Cheke & Dahl 1981; Cheke 1987) are diverse. Mascarene environments remained pristine until comparatively recently. The first serious human activity did not occur until the late 16 th century (Moree 1998), so that early travellers were able to provide a number of contemporary accounts and illustrations (Cheke 1987), which, although generally crude, give some indication as to the original ecology. The subsequent discovery of fossil material has allowed some corroboration of species described in early accounts. Because parrots were considered 'preferred game' to early mariners visiting the islands, most accounts unfortunately refer only to the ease with which they could be taken for the pot (Strickland & Melville 1848; Cheke 1987). Intense hunting led to their depletion or rapid extinction so that most species of parrots disappeared before they could be described scientifically except from fossil remains (see Table 1 ). In attempting to determine the original composition of the Mascarene parrot fauna, some influential works (Rothschild 1907a, b; Hachisuka 1953) confused rather than clarified the situation, with some parrots being based on inadequate evidence. Nethertheless, the number of species is remarkable for such a small archipelago and endemism is high. Because of the paucity of fossil parrot remains, the number of species may well have been higher than recognised here. 
